She read the review of a novel, of a new book of poetry, and then she turned to an essay. Tennyson to James, she counted many of the canonical British nineteenth-and earlytwentieth-century writers as her friends and often wrote to and about them.
mood or feeling-something that cannot be pinned down or listed chronologically but must be evoked impressionistically." 9 In addition to a "pleasing" effect or a "mood," it should be stressed, Ritchie's style provides her prose with an indirection essential for her to negotiate her dual position within Victorian culture. Such indirection is further emphasized by the slightness of most of her plots. This gesture, which certainly anticipates modernism, demonstrates that, deliberately or not, Ritchie was exploring alternatives to traditional Victorian realism so as to diffuse her indictment of Victorian ideologies of marriage and thus avoid the appearance of strong opposition. A thorough analysis of her short fiction is particularly useful in this context since the tensions and ambivalences that are consistently present in all her work are highly manifest in these texts, especially in specific features of her narrative technique and in different treatments of the same recurring theme. 10 "To Esther," "Sola," and "Out of the World," collected in To Esther and Other Sketches (1869), and "Da Capo," "A Postscript from a Stage Box," and "Fina's Aunt," collected in Miss
Williamson's Divagations (1881), are stories concerned with women's choices and/or marriage. 11 Both thematically and formally, they are especially revealing of Ritchie's ambivalence regarding Victorian gender ideologies in general and the culture's tendency to idealize marriage and domesticity in particular. Specifically, the stories in the earlier collection introduce characters and situations that Ritchie revisits in the later collection, and, when juxtaposed, they reveal the extent to which reprising the same themes is part of Ritchie's attempt to come to terms with her own ideological position. Moreover, in revisiting the same material Ritchie experiments with different ways to narrate it. The earlier stories reveal some innovative narrative strategies but ultimately fit into Victorian realist conventions and adopt omniscience. The later stories rewrite the earlier ones by narrating them from the first person point of view of Miss Williamson, a narrator whose "divagations"
anticipate modernist perspectivism.
Ultimately, then, Ritchie's short stories are not only effective venues for negotiating her ambivalence, but also a sort of microcosm of the shift from Victorian realism to modernist perspectivism and its attendant ideological implications. This study analyzes the short stories that best illustrate this process and explores the extent to which Ritchie's role as a transitional figure between literary movements was partly necessitated by the attempt to negotiate between feminist principles and Victorian ideologies.
Ambiguous Narratives "To Esther" 12 introduces the central theme of Ritchie's fiction-Victorian women and their choices regarding marriage. 13 Having rejected Smith, a man who cares for her deeply, Esther marries a man she loves but who proves unfaithful and cruel. Seven years later, a widow with two children, Esther meets Smith again. He still cares for her, and she realizes she loves him.
After a few misunderstandings, they speak their feelings for each other, and the story ends with the promise of happiness.
The happy ending notwithstanding, "To Esther" does not endorse marriage unproblematically. In this narrative, Ritchie juxtaposes Esther's choice to marry with a representation of the dangers of her conformity to stereotypical Victorian ideals of femininity and thus problematizes both. In choosing a two-part structure and two different narrators for 14 Here Esther has to confront both the fact that patriarchy's implicit promises of protection have doubly failed her and the fact that she would be even more helpless if she were to attempt to reject them outright.
Inevitably, she returns to her husband.
When, at the end, she looks to a future with Smith by her side, the very tenor of Esther's happy expectations reveals how undecided, weak, and in need of protection she still is:
Here was the faithful friend once more ready to do battle for her with the difficulties of life: ready to shield, and to serve, and encourage to decide,-to tell her what was right;
and poor Esther had long felt that to her decision was like a great pain and impossibility. can, given the cultural expectations, be a particularly painful issue.
Inevitably, the doctor proposes: "'I think I could help you, if you would let me. Instead of being a straw in a whirlpool, how would you like to come and stagnate in a pond? How would you like to be a country doctor's wife?'" (p. 95). In representing the doctor's proposal as a result of being moved by pity and admiration, Ritchie underscores the power of the ideologies at work in Victorian notions of marriage: a beautiful, helpless woman "needs" to be protected, and a good man feels compelled to do so. Not surprisingly, and despite the difference in class, the marriage appears as a salvation to her, and she makes up her mind to accept him:
Horatia found, to her great surprise, that she had almost made up her mind-that what had seemed at first so impossible, and so little to be thought of; that what had appeared to her only a day ago unattainable, and far beyond her reach, was hers now, if she had but the resolution to open her hand and to take it-to accept that tranquil existence, that calm happiness, which she had told herself a thousand times was never to be hers.
Suddenly the poor battered barque had drifted into a calm little haven: the ocean was roaring still; the winds and the waves beating and tossing all about; but here, sheltered, protected, safely anchored, she might stay if she would. And yes, she would stay. (pp. 98-
99)
As helpless as Esther, Horatia considers marriage for protection. Predictably, the relationship is a failure, mostly because Horatia cannot adjust to living "out of the world." When the doctor later dies, Horatia realizes that she failed to appreciate him and becomes hopeless, desperate, and remorseful (pp. 169, 171).
The story most overtly criticizes Horatia's attitude in valuing her relations and her fashionable friends over her kind, prosaic husband. Yet in exploring how Horatia's and Dr.
Rich's expectations for marriage differ radically, Ritchie also calls attention to the role Victorian ideologies of domesticity play in forming those expectations, and she thus undercuts the notion that Horatia is entirely to blame: "When George and Horatia married, they both pictured to themselves the lives they were going to lead; and the two pictures were not in the least like one another, or like the reality even" (p. 138).
Still, this story remains ambiguous and indicates that Ritchie is far from unequivocally suggesting that the decision to stay single is the preferable alternative. In the scenes that problematize marriage, either Horatia's directly quoted words do so, or the narrative is focalized through her. As a result, the omniscient narrator does not necessarily endorse the doubts and objections of the protagonist. In the subplot of the relationship of Roberta, the doctor's sister, with Mr. Caton, his partner, the omniscient narrator offers a positive reinterpretation of the "spinster's" decision to marry. At the close of the story, Roberta changes her mind about not wanting to marry him: "And so at last he was made happy, and the woman he had loved so well had learnt to care for him, touched by his faithful friendship for her brother, his faithful devotion to herself" (p. 174). Thus, even though Roberta's personal situation is, at this point, similar to what Horatia's was at the beginning, her decision to accept Caton's proposal is represented unproblematically. Despite the fact that Roberta has no personal means of support, despite the fact that after her brother's marriage (and subsequent death) she loses her place as his housekeeper, and despite the fact that she can no longer live with her mother who has remarried and started a new family, Roberta's choice is represented as unproblematic since she has "learned" to love the man who loved her.
Consequently, a story that for the most part interrogates the ideological imperative of marriage ends by diluting that interrogation, stopping short of an explicit condemnation of the social determinations that drive women to marry.
16
The 1869 story "Sola" is among the most ambivalent and ambiguous of Ritchie's analyses of the cultural pressure that constructs marriage as the ideal destiny for women. It is the story of Felicia, a young woman who has lived most of her life at Harpington Hall in the country with her grandparents and her cousin James. An omniscient narrator sums up her situation at the beginning of the story:
When Felicia was fifteen she was told by her grandparents that she was engaged to her cousin, James Marlow, a gentle, good-humored little fellow, who was to be master after the old Squire's death. The old Squire made some broad jokes on the occasion; Mrs.
Marlow treated the business in a very dry, off-hand way. James took it as a matter of course, and went back to college, and Felicia remained at the Hall. (p. 201)
Yet Felicia, who is strong, healthy, and willful, is a particularly atypical Victorian heroine:
"wayward and impetuous, [she] sometimes revolted against the discipline in which she was kept" (p. 206). As the narrator stresses, "To be her own self, that was what Felicia longed for" (p. 250). She is not in love with James, who is sweet, but meek and of frail health and who "submitted to the tyrannical rule of the old people" (p. 205).
In drawing these two antithetical characters, the narrator points out Jim's kindness and disinterestedness and stresses his love for Felicia to an extreme (pp. 209-10). At the same time, s/he dwells on Felicia's moodiness: the young woman is often harsh and insensitive about her cousin's feelings (pp. 218, 245, 247), but she sometimes defends him fiercely or assists him (pp. 214, 220), and she even apologizes for her coldness and indifference (p. 226).
As a result, Felicia emerges from this characterization as very ambiguous. If the omniscient narrator repeatedly criticizes her lack of feeling, s/he also wins the reader's sympathy for the character by dwelling on the unfairness of the girl's situation. At one point, for example, the grandmother looks at the two cousins together and "half pities the girl linked to poor little Jim for life" (p. 220).
To complicate this ambiguous representation, Felicia is not drawn simply through her words and actions and the omniscient narrator's statements. Indeed, a great part of our initial impression of her character is formed as we see her through another character, Captain
Aurelius Baxter, who is a friend of James. A widower with a young daughter, Baxter is older and much more worldly than James. During an early scene, he visits Harpington Hall and is shocked by Felicia's apparent unconcern for her cousin's physical indisposition:
As Aurelius rode off he thanked heaven that all women were not like those two. He had found it very sweet to have come back after years of hard work and loneliness to the tender solicitude of a gentle old aunt, and Lucy his little daughter. . . .
Baxter had often heard James Marlow speak of Felicia; this was only the second time he had ever seen her. His first impression was of something that he never forgot-a wild, Her despair increases as the wedding date approaches: "sometimes, with a start, she asked herself what was this new terrible thing hanging over her-this close-at-hand horrible fatemade for her, such as no one before had ever experienced" (p. 256). Everyone she turns to for help merely shows discomfort at her doubts and protests. In the end it is James himself who understands that he must give her up: after their grandfather dies, he inherits most of the Squire's fortune and leaves in search of treatment for his poor health, while Felicia remains at Harpington Hall to care for her grandmother.
The bonds between them broken, the narrator stresses, Felicia is free: "Was it Felicia's wish to be the only one? It was granted, and she did not care for it. She was alone now, but free" (pp. 305-06). To be "the only one" alludes to the central symbol in the story, an old Italian clay dish depicting "two clasped right hands and a scroll upon which `sola' was written" (p.
200). As the narrator explains, "neither time, nor cracks, nor infidelity could unclasp the two hands in the centre, firmly grasping each other through the long ages. Strangers . . . guessed that 'Sola' meant the only one-a life's fidelity" (p. 200). Since throughout the story Jim's love for Felicia is implicitly compared to the kind of faithful, enduring love depicted in the Sola dish, in rejecting it, Felicia is, by implication, giving up something precious. In the closing scene when she stands alone watching him leave, there is a suggestion that she is, nonetheless, justified in doing so: her heart "was beating with passionate gratitude, with anger against herself, with a dim new hope for the future, and, at the same time, with a great new love and regret for the past, for the tie that was now broken for ever" (p. 306).
At this point it would seem that Ritchie, while refusing to oversimplify Felicia's choice, unequivocally endorses it. But this mix of joyful expectation and regret is challenged by the final image in the story: noticing the old Sola plate later in the same day, Felicia "flung it to the ground, where it lay broken in many pieces at her feet" (p. 306). This gesture creates ambiguity around the earlier statement "alone but free" and might mean that she already regrets giving up being "the only one," worried perhaps that freedom will mean loneliness.
Suggestively, in the proofs Ritchie revised before the story's publication, a sentence cut from the final version explicitly stated: "Still the same voice was saying 'Sola, Sola'; only now Felicia asked herself if Sola did not mean alone, perhaps?" 17 Ultimately, the story remains ambiguous because Ritchie takes pains to validate Felicia's rebellion, while at the same time endorsing part of the ideology that stifles her. The poignancy of the last image touches on a core preoccupation in Ritchie's work: the unpalatable fact that for women the choice of freedom is also a choice of loneliness.
Ambiguity Revisited
Three of the stories collected in the volume Miss Williamson's Divagations ("Da Capo," "A Postscript from a Stage Box," and "Fina's Aunt") can be read as reconsiderations of the themes explored in the texts just analyzed. They are narrated by Miss Williamson, a spinster who lives with her sister-in-law "H," and who supports herself through work as a governess. 18 As narrator, she is of undeniable importance in Ritchie's work. 19 Indeed, with the creation of this personified narrator, Ritchie positions her narratives between the first-and the thirdperson address, achieving something similar to what Audrey Jaffe has called "semiomniscience." 20 Given the fact that these later stories are either continuations of the earlier ones or reprises of their themes, the adoption of the peculiarly modified omniscience of a personified narrator results in a reconsideration of the earlier representations from a subjective perspective. Necessarily, in adopting subjectivism over the ideologically charged "objective distance" typical of more traditional Victorian realist representations, Ritchie opens up the possibility for indeterminacy. As Jaffe has pointed out, omniscience "not only dominates nineteenth-century narrative but takes a particularly contradictory and complex form there because it expresses both structurally and thematically tensions present within
Victorian culture" (p. 6). In the case of Miss Williamson, both her semi-omniscience and her "divagations" mark Ritchie's effort to work through those tensions: on the one hand, Miss
Williamson's presence in the texts weaves the narrating act into the fiction and compromises omniscience; on the other hand, her divagations make no ostensible claim to authority. Thus, it would seem that Ritchie, after the ambiguity of so many of her earlier "objective" narratives, is finally comfortable embracing indeterminacy and inscribing this preference in the narrative structures of her texts.
"Da Capo" is a sequel to "Sola" and, I would argue, not only performs a revision of Felicia's character, but in revisiting the theme of two erstwhile lovers, also rewrites "To Esther." 21 At the beginning of the story, the narrator sums up the events in Felicia's life and reiterates one of the aspects of her character represented in "Sola": "The story was simple enough, one which has been told before, of a foolish little creature who had scarcely been beyond the iron scrolls of the gates of Harpington Court" (p. 4). But in this instance, Ritchie is particularly careful to acknowledge the subjective position of her narrator: "I wrote this little story down many years ago. The people interested me at the time, for they were all well-meaning folks, moving in a somewhat morbid atmosphere, but doing the best they could under difficult circumstances" (p. 7).
Constructed as "a presence but not an objectifiable participant," Ritchie's narrator manages to exceed the boundaries of character, to become a non-character, even as she is not quite immaterial or invisible. 22 In this semi-omniscient position, her authority is partly compromised, though not entirely so, and her analysis of the characters as well as her inferences regarding their motivations necessarily have different effects from those of the narrators in "To Esther" and "Sola."
Yet the thematic ambivalence towards marriage-represented in "To Esther" as a critique of female dependence and in "Sola" as an indictment of arranged marriages-is here toned down. As had been repeatedly hinted in "Sola," Baxter loves Felicia; she has come to realize she loves him as well. The parallel with "To Esther" is obvious from the beginning: James has died and Baxter and Felicia have no impediment between them. Nevertheless, remorse and misunderstanding keep them apart. Baxter has scruples about his feelings: "In the old days of her forlorn negligence and trouble Felicia had seemed nearer, far nearer than now. When he had come back after James's death, he had thought it wrong to obtrude his personal feelings" (p. 5). Felicia is too proud to take the first step:
Felicia knew there was one person who would gladly, at a sign from her, respond to the faintest call; but, as I have said, some not unnatural scruple withheld her from sending for him. She hoped he would come to her, but she would move no finger, say no word, to bring him. She kept the thought of him as she had done all these years, shyly in the secret recesses of her heart. (p. 15)
In chapter three, "On the Terrace at Berne," the parallels between the two stories are intensified: just like Smith in search of Esther, Baxter travels abroad to meet Felicia again, even though he thinks she cares nothing for him. Similar tensions lead to misunderstandings between them, and, exasperated, Baxter leaves. Felicia's fear for his life, as she thinks him involved in a climbing accident, finally assures him of her feelings, and he proposes.
Unlike "To Esther," "Da Capo" does not problematize marriage through the exploration of the dangers of the heroine's acceptance of Victorian notions of female dependence. Instead, it considers the marriage plot from a simultaneously romantic and realistic perspective.
Felicia's decision to accept Baxter is represented as being exclusively based on love. But her character has matured from the young, rebellious girl of "Sola," and, unlike Esther, Felicia exhibits no insecurity or fear of a life alone. As she confronts her feelings for Baxter, for example, she is far from rejoicing, as Esther did, at the prospect of his becoming her guide and shield. Instead, she reflects on the limits love will place on her freedom: "Was this love, this sudden unaccustomed rule?-was she in future to be at another person's call?" (p. 39). In thus acknowledging the potential limitations of the life of the heroine of the romance/marriage plot, this story questions Victorian ideologies of feminine passivity and dependence more overtly than "To Esther."
Ultimately, "Da Capo" rewrites the character of the weak, dependent woman in "To Esther" into a stronger, more self-assured one, even as it tones down the rebellious nature of the "You poor woman," he said not without real pity, but with a half contemptuous impatience for her foolishness, "you poor woman, you should never had married me, if you expected so much!" "You needn't tell me so," cried Frances, deeply wounded, "do you think I don't know?"
Given this strongly negative depiction of marriage, it is not surprising that "The Janie Wilson
Story" was never completed, let alone published. The evidence of this and other unpublished fragments, as well as of some passages that were cut from the final, published versions of her novels and her short fiction, strengthens my contention that Ritchie's project was centrally concerned with a critique of the idealization of marriage. But the containment of overt opposition underlines the fact that she systematically chose subtler critiques that allowed her to negotiate between a strong feminist stance and Victorian gender ideologies. Since in the stories analyzed here this negotiation relies on narrative experiments that gesture towards modernism, Ritchie's short fiction is key to an understanding of her position as a transitional figure between literary movements.
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